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Abstract 

Domestic Abuse Treatment Programs: Treating the Family Unit and Healing the Community 

 

Latasha Lott 

Under the Supervision Dr. Michael Klemp-North 

Statement of the Problem 

The lack of a family component in domestic abuse treatment programs leaves the family at a 

disadvantage due to the fact that the family is not treated as a unit.  Catering to the victim, perpetrator and 

children specifically without incorporating all individuals involved creates deficiencies in the 

effectiveness of the treatment for the entire family unit.  The research studies and empirical facts used in 

this paper will consider treatment for the victim, perpetrator and children and the lack of a family 

component and the need for that component in treating domestic abuse. Community education and media 

campaigns directed at changing attitudes and public opinion are the dominant community-based 

prevention strategies, and are largely ineffective in changing behavior because they tend to be passive, 

stand-alone interventions rather than part of a more comprehensive strategy (Snyder, 2001). Through the 

use of a more comprehensive treatment program that considers the family component, empowerment it 

given to that family thus being conveyed throughout their interactions within the community. Wills and 

Shiner (2000) describe five general informal network support functions: (a) emotional support, (b) 

instrumental support, (c) informational support, (d) companionship, and (e) validation. The five informal 

network support functions can be used as enhancers to the family component in treatment programs 

targeting domestic abuse. 

Methods of Approach 
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The method of approach that will be incorporated in this paper will be a review of the Bowen 

Family Systems Theory its relevance to the family structure in regard to domestic abuse treatment 

programs. Another method of approach will include theoretical framework that explain the basis of 

specific programs that are available to victims throughout the United States.  Secondary data will be 

utilized to support the argument that treatment programs targeting victims of domestic violence lack a 

family component.  Critical analysis will be completed of each program and its lack of a complete family 

component.  Information from these research studies will also analyze the perspective of the victim, batter 

and children in order to identify display the needs of each individual within the family system. 

Significance / Implications of the Study 

Whether these women remain in the relationship or not, the likelihood of revictimization is 

great—domestic violence is a highly recidivistic crime (Zawitz et al., 1993; Browne, 1993). The 

implication of this study is to create awareness of the need for a family component in programs that target 

victims of domestic abuse.  Without a family component the family cannot be healed from the domestic 

abuse that has occurred which can assist in recidivism. Each member of the family unit must be 

considering for treatment due to the fact that each member of the family has a unique role before the 

abuse, during the abuse and after the abuse. Through the creation of a family component in treatment 

programs targeting victims of domestic abuse each member of the family unit can heal themselves and 

heal their family thus empowering them from violence and future recidivism. 
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I: INTRODUCTION 

Domestic abuse touches many families no matter what their financial, educational and social 

status is. Domestic abuse also crosses racial and ethnic lines, which is why the family component in 

treatment programs is essential to healing not only the family unit but the community as well. Most 

domestic abuse programs focus on the victim and perpetrator leaving out the children and how the 

violence within the home affects them. According to The United States Department of Justice domestic 

violence not only affects those who are abused, but also has a substantial effect on family members, 

friends, co-workers, other witnesses, and the community at large. The United States Department of Justice 

also states frequent exposure to violence in the home not only predisposes children numerous social and 

physical problems, but also teaches them that violence is a normal way of life-therefore, increasing their 

risk of becoming society’s next generation of victims and abusers. 

A.  Discussion on the History of Domestic Abuse 

Domestic abuse has been an issue that affects not only the victim, but the entire family and has 

gained more attention over time. According to Safe Horizon in 1871 Alabama becomes the first state to 

repeal the right of a husband to beat his wife. The 1960’s brought change with Maine being one of the 

first states to open a domestic violence shelter. The 1970’s also became a period of significant impact in 

regard to domestic abuse. The first state run coalitions against sexual assault and domestic violence were 

in Pennsylvania. Washington, DC became the home of the rape crisis hotline along with the first batter’s 

program in Massachusetts. 

 The 1980’s continued to foster change on a state and national level such as the creation of 

the first domestic violence awareness week and the Duluth Project. The Duluth Project assisted in 

creating a partnership with the criminal justice system regarding how law enforcement responded to 

domestic violence. The U. S. Department of Justice began to consider domestic violence as an issue that 

needed to be addressed on a national level, which led to the creation of the Task Force on Family 

Violence. Some of the advances in regard to domestic abuse that occurred in the 1990’s were the 
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Violence against Women Act and the Violence against Women Policy Office. Bonnie Campbell became a 

leader in the Violence against Women Policy Office, which assisted in creating a greater sense of 

empowerment for women in the movement. One of the most significant advances in domestic abuse was 

the creation of the National Domestic Violence Hotline. 

During the 2000’s the Violence against Women Act was enacted as law by both President Clinton 

and President George W. Bush. In an effort to address how domestic abuse can affect the family and the 

decisions they make the National Teen Dating Abuse Hotline was created in 2007. National Domestic 

Awareness Month and Sexual Assault Awareness Month were enacted by President Barack Obama. The 

Affordable Care Act will require coverage that are related to domestic abuse counseling and assessment.  

B. Violence Defined 

Violence has been a problem that has plagued many communities and families for generations. 

Violence within the family unit was once considered something that should be confined behind closed 

doors. Within the family unit violence can be perpetrated by either the mother or father with the children 

viewing every negative word and physical assault. It has been defined as “behavior designed to inflict 

injury to people or damage to property” (Graham and Gurr, 1969). Violence in the home is why it is 

imperative for domestic abuse treatment programs to have a family component seeing as all members of 

the family unit are affected by violence. Violence contributes to the dynamics of domestic abuse and 

creates families that are not equipped to deal with the affects this type of violence can have on their lives 

outside of the family unit. 

C. Dynamics of Domestic Abuse 

The dynamics of domestic abuse are related to power and control. The behaviors displayed by 

abusers are used to create and maintain control over the victim and the children. The abuser uses the 

following to control victims and children the use of coercion and threats, intimidation, emotional abuse, 

isolation, minimization and blaming, children, privilege and economics. Coercion and threats such as 
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suicide, homicide and the child protective system can be used to keep the victim in the relationship. 

Intimidation through body language, the use of weapons and destruction of property assist in keeping the 

victim from disclosing the abuse against them. Emotional abuse and isolation can be used in correlation 

with each other. Using words that demean a person’s character or hurt their self-esteem leave the victim 

feeling they cannot do any better or that they deserve to be treated poorly. 

Victims and their children often minimize the behavior of the abuser due to the emotional 

attachments that are within the family unit. Minimization and blaming can occur during the aftermath of 

the abuse that has taken place. The abuser begins to rebuild the relationship with promises that things will 

change and that they will consider counseling. Children can also be used by the abuser in maintaining 

control as they often attempt to turn the children against the victim. The child then is placed in a position 

where they feel guilt or that they have to choose between both parents. Abusers also use privilege and 

economics to maintain control due to having the financial means to buy gifts for the victim and children. 

When the abuser is the sole provider for the family the victim is more likely to stay under the abuser’s 

control to maintain their needs. 

D. Discussion on the Role of Each Participant Involved in Domestic Abuse 

Each family member plays a significant role in the domestic abuse perpetrated in the home. The 

victim’s role is that of the enabler due to agreeing to stay in the relationship and stopping legal 

proceedings. Another role the victim displays is that of the rescuer due to feeling they can change the 

abuser. The children in the home become the victims as well as the rescuers for the abuser and victim. 

The children may feel that they have to protect the victim (mother) from the abuser. Children may attempt 

to intervene in physical altercations and get hurt.  The abuser assumes the role of the villain terrorizing 

their family and contributing to instability within the home. After the abuser initiated violence in the 

home they may take on the victim role to manipulate the real victim and the children into believing 

physical violence will not occur in the home again. 
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E. Discussion on How Domestic Abuse Affects the Individual, Family and Community 

When considering children who live in homes with domestic abuse there is a misconception that 

they are not aware of the violence occurring in the home. This experience of childhood family violence is 

also associated with depression among people who experience stress as Adults (Kessler and Magee, 

1994). Hearing children’s own perspectives on their experience has been recognized more recently as 

essential both for research and practice in the area of domestic violence (Goddard & Bedi, 2010). It is 

imperative to understand that children who witness domestic abuse may not freely speak of violence 

within the home due to items such as their age, cognitive abilities and stress of the home environment. 

The community is affect by domestic abuse through the individual and the family. Although 

family members live in a violent home environment they still have to go into society and try to function 

the best they can. Violence in the home can affect the employment situation of the victim and the abuser. 

According to Clark County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office battered women lose their jobs because of 

absenteeism due to illness as a result of violence. The Clark County Prosecuting Attorney’s Office states 

some battered women are abandoned by their church when separating from abusers, since some religious 

doctrines prohibit separation or divorce regardless of the severity of abuse.  

F. Myths versus Reality 

There are many myths associated with domestic abuse and who it actually happens to in relation 

to financial, social and emotional status. Those who are familiar with victims may feel that the victim 

should be able to just leave the situation not understanding the emotional attachments that are created 

within the family unit. It can take up to seven times before a victims is able to leave a relationship with 

domestic abuse. Factors that can cause a victim to stay are financial, social status and shame. Victims are 

often times dependent on the abuser to be the financial provider for the family and without their financial 

backing the family could be left in a situation that lowers their economic status creating more stress on the 

family. Victims also stay due to social status especially if the family is doing well economically. If the 

victim leaves those in their social group may look at them differently leading to shame. Shame takes place 
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due to victims not being in control of their lives and realizing that fact through the violence that is 

perpetrated against them. Shame also settles in for mothers who feel they are not able to protect their 

children due to the domestic abuse in the home. 

Myth 1: Domestic abuse is an issue that only affects minorities and the poor. 

Reality: Domestic abuse can affect all people no matter their race or income level.  

Myth 2: Domestic abuse only happens in certain geographical areas in a city. 

Reality: Domestic violence affects 1 out of 4 women at some point in her lifetime (GCADV,  

2014). Men can also be victims of domestic violence, but women make up about 97% of 

domestic violence survivors (GCADV, 2014). 

Myth 3: Same-sex relationships do not experience domestic abuse. 

Reality: Domestic violence happens equally in heterosexual and homosexual relationships.  

 (GCADV, 2014). 

Myth 4: Couples counseling will assist the victim in becoming empowered. 

Reality: Couples counseling is NOT recommended for couples trying to end violence in their 

relationships due to the power and control (GCADV, 2014). 

Myth 5:  Children are not affected by viewing or hearing domestic abuse. 

Reality: Viewing and hearing domestic abuse can cause children to have fear, anxiety, guilt,  

 aggression and unhealthy coping mechanisms when dealing with conflict. 

There are many more myths that are associated with domestic abuse which often places blame on 

the victim. Breaking down the barriers of these stereotypes is essential to empowering families and 

educating them on the dynamics of domestic abuse. Educating children on violence and healthy 

relationships will assist in changing behavior and reinforcing positive ways to resolve conflicts within the 

family. 
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II: CYCLE OF VIOLENCE  

A. Cycle of Violence 

One of the most precious relationships there are is that of the family unit. No matter what racial 

makeup a person has, their religion, profession or cognitive ability their family unit is imperative to how 

they thrive in the world. When the family unit is unbalanced due to violence in the home everyone is 

affected not just the victim and abuser. Children are left confused, the victim is left battered and bruised 

while the abuser is left to deal with the criminal justice system and court process. The concept which is 

called the cycle of violence provides a concrete basis as to dynamics of violence within the family unit. 

The cycle of violence can occur in relationships when there is domestic abuse. According to 

Wallace (2011) this concept does not attempt to explain the cause of intimate partner abuse; rather it 

examines the dynamic of this form of family violence. The cycle of violence is comprised of three phases 

tension building phase, acute battering phase, and the honeymoon phase.  It occurs among people of all 

social classes, age groups, ethnic groups and cultures; among disabled and able bodied people; and in 

homosexual and heterosexual relationships (Kearns et al 2008).The tension building phase begins with 

tension becoming more frequent between the couple. During this phase all members of the family are 

affected by the tension within the home. The victim begins to feel as though they have control of the 

situation and often times minimize the behavior of their abuser. In this phase the children within the home 

also begin to feel the tension between the adults in the home. As children begin to feel the tension within 

the home they may isolate themselves or attempt to lower the tension. The abuser begins to initiate 

physical altercations over normal activities such as household chores, discipline of the children and 

financial decisions within the home. 

The acute battering phase occurs when the tension within the home has increased to violence. 

Once the violence has occurred the victim may not report the incident to law enforcement, seek medical 

attention or confide in anyone regarding the violence within the home.  During this phase the child may 

feel the need to protect the victim or be asked by the victim to contact the authorities. This phase can also 



7 
 

place the child in a compromising position both adults, not wanting to alienate either adult. At this point 

the abuser is out of control and becomes physically violent with the victim. At this time the abuser does 

not view their behavior as out of control due to being infuriated. 

The honeymoon phase occurs when the tension is gone and the violence has taken place. At this 

time the home is calm and the abuser is taking responsibility for the violence that has occurred in an effort 

to keep the victim within the relationship and giving the victim a false sense of security within that 

relationship. During this phase the victim may make excuses for the abuser’s behavior or minimize the 

violence that has occurred within the home. This phase may cause confusion for the child as the adults are 

displaying behaviors that cause the child fear due to the violence and guilt if they have to choose one 

adult over the other. The abuser may attempt to regain the confidence of the victim and the child through 

gifts and remorseful behavior. 

The generational effects of violence can create a foundation for a child to view violence within 

the home as a natural occurrence. Often time’s parents may feel that their children are not aware of 

violence within the home due to physical altercations taking place in other rooms. Children may not be 

asleep or may hear the commotion within the home which is attributed to the acute battering phase. Each 

phase in the cycle of violence is felt by the children and begins to shape their view of how relationships 

should operate. According to Bronfenbrenner (1989) the family is a critical microsystem in the life of 

every child, and within which every child learns attitudes and behaviors that influence many long-term 

outcomes. These long-term outcomes are what creates generational violence, for example if a boy sees his 

father being verbally abusive to his mother it will shape his attitude regarding this behavior. The boy will 

at some point become influenced by the verbal abuse that he has grown accustom to while growing up. 

B. Discussion of the Generational Effects of Violence 

Children who witness domestic abuse experience the violence similarly to the parent who is being 

victimized. Exposure to such violence in childhood has been related to negative social and health 

outcomes across the lifespan including increased engagement in aggressive behavior (Kernsmith, 2006; 
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Murrell et al., 2007). Preschoolers who have witnessed IPV exhibit less positive affect during verbal and 

nonverbal interactions with their mothers and maintain greater physical distance from them as well 

(Borrego et al., 2008). Lieberman and Knorr (2007) found significantly higher levels of hyper-arousal, 

aggressive behavior, excessive fearfulness, withdrawn behavior, avoidant behavior, and developmental 

regression in young children exposed to IPV compared to children who had not been exposed. Ybarra et 

al. (2007) reported separation anxiety, sleep disturbances, changes in eating patterns, and toileting 

regression at clinically significant levels in children exposed to IPV. Often time’s parents feel that their 

children are not affected by the violence within the home due to making sure that the children never see 

the violence. The downfall of this practice is that children do not necessary have to see the violence to be 

affected by it. Children can have heightened sensory to the tension in the home and will try to fix the 

situation themselves when in reality they cannot handle such a significant issue without the assistance of 

those who have the knowledge and skill set to assist their families. 

C. Special and Underserved Populations 

a. Gay, Lesbian and Transgender 

Special and underserved populations experience domestic abuse the same as other populations. 

The LGBT, undocumented immigrants and rural populations have barriers to face that may change how 

they approach the utilization of community resources as well as if those resources are available to them. 

According to Wallace and Roberson (2011) there is a great deal of conflict among authorities as to 

whether gay men or lesbians are the more violent of the two. Wallace and Roberson (2011) also state that 

the abuser may also prevent the victim from disclosing the abuse or leaving the relationship by 

threatening to “out” the victim. Those who are in abusive relationships may feel that they do not have a 

support system who will understand the domestic abuse they are suffering due to being in a same-sex 

relationship. Another problem facing lesbian and gay victims is the critical shortage of support services 

and/ or organizations that offer support for same-sex victims of family violence (Wallace and Roberson, 

2011).  
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b. Undocumented Immigrants 

Those who are undocumented immigrants also face issues in terms of family violence and how 

they can survive the abuse through adversity such as not having a support system and fear of the 

unknown. Although there is no way to accurately determine the number of undocumented workers 

entering the U.S. annually, the number of women entering the country from Mexico has risen over the 

past twenty years (Alvarez and Broder, 2006). An issue with undocumented immigrants is that moving to 

a different country can hurt social networks that have already been established in their home country. 

Those who are undocumented immigrants have left their families and other social networks and may have 

a difficult time adjusting to life in another country. In terms of domestic abuse women who are 

undocumented immigrants may feel as though they cannot disclose the violence against them due to fear 

of deportation. These women may also have a difficult time obtaining help due to biases of social service 

workers who feel they are not deserving of assistance or who are not abreast of cultural issues.  

Latina immigrants may be subjected to general forms such as denial of women as persons, control 

of female sexuality, accusations of the female’s inadequacies as a mother,  and threats of taking away her 

children and deportation (Kasturirangan et al., 2004; Raj and Silverman, 2002). Walter (2006) states that 

research conducted with domestically violent Latino immigrant men indicated the importance of family as 

a strong motivator for this population to accept and use treatment. The family dynamic can assist in 

developing a foundation for the treatment of the entire family as a unit to combat domestic abuse. Evan 

though a family may be undocumented a women taking the authority to contact the authorities regarding 

domestic abuse can place the family in a position to obtain resources necessary to them restructuring how 

the family deals with their issues. 

c. Rural Communities 

Victims of domestic abuse from rural communities face the issue of not having resources close to 

the areas where they live. These victims of domestic abuse also face the issue of transportation as well as 

women’s shelters and counseling services.  In rural areas women may not report the abuse against them 
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due to feeling isolated and not having a social network of people to help them deal with the abuse 

especially if they have moved there with a significant other. Another factor in rural areas is the close knit 

atmosphere of those who have lived there for the duration of their lives. According to the Rural 

Assistance Center an analysis of homicides across a 20-year period from 1980 through 1999 found that 

rates of intimate partner murder in rural areas were higher than in non-rural areas. The Rural Assistance 

Center also states communities where men and women tend to stay in traditional roles, where people 

avoid asking for help, and where there is less awareness of domestic violence and its impact on victims 

and children are communities where it is harder for domestic violence victims to seek out the resources 

they need. 

D. Current Community Programs 

a. Charlotte Mecklenburg (N.C) Police Department Domestic Violence Unit 

The National Institute of Justice conducted studies in the 1990’s regarding how policing styles 

affected domestic violence within multiple cities. According to the National Institute of Justice the 

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Police Department concluded from the study that arrest alone was not enough to 

deter domestic violence and that further steps were necessary to reduce domestic violence in Charlotte. 

The National Institute of Justice also states that the department subsequently established a specialized unit 

to handle domestic violence cases, and the Domestic Violence Unit (DV Unit) was implemented as part 

of the Special Victims Unit in 1995. Major goals of this program were to reduce recidivism of violent 

offenders and assist victims from the time the incident occurs through the court process. The Domestic 

Violence Unit was established for those who experience more violent physical altercations. Depending on 

the severity of the case the report will either be forward to either general police patrols or the Domestic 

Violence Unit. 

The National Institute of Justice states that the two main components of the DV Unit are 1) 

intensive investigation and 2) victim assistance. During the investigation the case is assessed to determine 

if it meets the criterion to be forwarded to the DV Unit. The National Institute of Justice states for cases 
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chosen for processing by the unit, the police department conducts follow-up interviews with witnesses, 

identifies and corrects missing information from reports, and prepares case materials for the district 

attorney. The court system works diligently to ensure that those who commit severe violent acts against 

an intimate partner receive a sentence that displays little tolerance for domestic abuse. The victim 

assistance aspect of the DV Unit works through a community coordinated response. It is based on the 

interaction of the police and other agencies within the community established to assist and empower the 

victim of domestic abuse. In some of the cases the victims may be referred to other agencies, provide 

personal advocacy, assistance with restraining orders or child placement.  

The National Institute of Justice states that the DV Unit is based on the theory of individual 

deterrence, in which greater certainty, swiftness, and/or severity of formal punishment is believed to deter 

the offender’s future criminal activity. The most significant type of personnel for the program  is through 

volunteers. Volunteers provide a substantial amount of support for the DV Unit due to the face that 

volunteers maintain hours that staff members cannot. The community coordinated response also works to 

empower victims of domestic abuse through advocacy, support through the court process and educating 

victims about domestic abuse. The more empower the victim is the more likely they are to make more 

informed choices for themselves and their families. This program did lower recidivism for offenders who 

had contact with the DV Unit versus the general police patrol.  

b. Secondary Responder Programs (Redlands, CA) 

According to the National Institute of Justice Second Responders programs were originally 

developed in the 1980s to help victims of repeat incidents of family violence (including intimate partner 

abuse, abuse within families or household and elder abuse). These types of programs are based on family 

violence being an ongoing issue that is preventable due to victims being open to assistance post 

victimization. Second responders conduct home visits, follow-up contact to provide further assistance to 

the families. The National Institute of Justice states the goal of the Redland’s Second Responders program 

was to ensure that victims had information about and access to available resources and services, to answer 
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questions victims may have had about the complaint or the justice process, and to encourage a sense of 

trust in the police and criminal justice system as a whole. 

The Redlands Second Responders team is based upon home visits to victims of domestic abuse 

within a certain amount of time following the report. At the time of the home visit further follow up 

would be based upon the willingness of the victim to accept resources provided to them. According to the 

National Institute of Justice a written protocol would guide the response team making home visits. Home 

visits would be conducted by police officers and the focal point of the visit would be the incident that 

occurred, safety assessments and brief historical information regarding the victim, abuser and family 

dynamic. Information from the home visit would be used to assess what services and resources the victim 

would need such as legal advocacy, financial assistance, counseling and shelter if necessary.  If home 

visits were unsuccessful the response team would also attempt phone follow up with the victim. An 

outcome of this evaluation was that the possibility of chance could weigh heavily on the results of this 

study. It also appeared that those who worked with the response team had an increase of abusive 

situations. According to the National Institute of Justice in addition, 6 months following the trigger 

incident, research staff attempted to interview victims about any new incidents of abuse that might have 

occurred. The National Institute of Justice also states that victims who were interviewed were more likely 

to be involved in nonviolent incidents relative to those not interviewed. 

c. Culturally Focused Batterer Counseling (Pittsburgh, PA) 

The National Institute of Justice states the Culturally Focused Batterer Counseling is a cognitive-

behavioral group counseling specifically designed for African American men arrested for domestic 

violence.  The National Institute of Justice also states culturally focused counseling identifies and 

addresses cultural issues that may reinforce violence or present barriers to stopping violence, such as 

prejudice in the criminal justice system, violence and crime in inner-city neighborhoods, and conflicting 

images of African American manhood. 



13 
 

According to the National Institute of Justice men arrested on domestic violence charges first 

appear in Pittsburgh Domestic Violence Court for a pretrial hearing. Batterers counseling is required and 

failure to comply could result in jail time, fines or dismissal. The National Institute of Justice states the 

main curriculum topics can include the nature and impact of abuse, the consequences and costs of abuse, 

taking responsibility for one’s abuse, ways to avoid abusive behavior and beliefs and attitudes that sustain 

abusive behavior. The National Institute of Justice also states trained counselors usually a racially mixed 

group of about 15 men in what can be considered a “color blind: approach, meaning the counselors have 

not received any cultural sensitivity training, they do not pursue cultural issues in group discussions, and 

they do not introduce any culturally relevant topics. The counselors are knowledgeable in cultural issues 

facing African American men as well as their perception on violence, relationship and law enforcement. 

The goal of these sessions are to create culturally aware counseling for batterers in a way that is relatable 

in their daily lives and experiences they have as African American men. 

d. Community Advocacy Project 

The National Institute of Justice states the Community Advocacy Project is a community-based 

advocacy intervention for women leaving domestic violence shelter programs. According to the National 

Institute of Justice its main goals are to improve access to community resources and increase social 

support available to women starting a new life after leaving abusive partners. Community resources are 

essential to ensuring that these women are able to maintain a livable lifestyle and obtain the services 

needed to navigate through each stage of life post victimization. The Nation Institute of Justice states this 

intervention comes from a strength-based model in which the assumption is that people are talented, 

knowledgeable, and capable of helping themselves through hard times as well as quick to recover from 

hardship.  

The focal point of this program is to empower the mother by utilizing community resources that 

will promote her strengths. The program is based on what is important to the women therefore the 

program is self-guided to a certain extent. The woman has input on what is important to her and the 
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community coordinated response is molded guidelines which do not focus on the weaknesses the woman 

has. By not focusing on the woman’s weakness empowerment can be accomplished considering the fact 

that most of the women leaving abusive relationships have broken spirits that need to be rebuilt. 

The National Institute of Justice states there are five phases of the 10-week project participation: 

assessment, implementation, monitoring, secondary implementation, and termination. The assessment 

phase is the time where the advocates obtain information regarding the woman’s history, needs and goals. 

The implementation phase is where the community coordinated response occurs, resources are matched 

based on assessment information. During the monitoring phase progress of community programs that the 

woman has been referred to is taking place. By the end of the program the women should be able to 

utilize information that she has learned and be able to navigate through community resources without 

assistance. The National Institute of Justice states at post intervention, satisfaction with social support had 

a significant positive effect on women’s perceived effectiveness in obtaining resources. 

e. Kids Club 

The National Institute of Justice states the program focuses on promoting resilience and 

improving behavior for children who have witnessed intimate partner violence in their homes. The 

National Institute of Justice also states the goal of the child-training component is to help the children 

cope with their exposure to violence and change their attitudes and beliefs about violence, particularly 

family violence. Due to the effects of domestic abuse on children’s social skills the focal point of the 

program is improvement of those social skills. Improving the social skills of the children will assist them 

throughout their lives and change how they interact socially in intimate partner relationships. The 

program also offers a support system for mothers, which assists them in creating a more sufficient social 

environment for their children, which provides empowerment for the mother and child. 

The program is directed toward mothers and children who have experienced domestic abuse in 

the home. Support groups for children are utilized to ensure that children understand they are not alone 

and other children have felt the way they do and experienced domestic abuse within the home. The 
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support groups also utilize arts and crafts to discuss domestic abuse in the home.  Therapy for children 

begins with understanding safety and emotions which is crucial for children in families experiencing 

domestic abuse. When children are further in the therapy process they begin to learn the social skills 

needed to combat domestic abuse. The most significant skill is learning healthy ways to deal with conflict 

without resorting to violence. In this program mothers also participate in therapy groups providing them 

with a safe support network of other women who understand their personal journal of living with 

domestic abuse. A significant portion of the therapy is focused on how the domestic abuse in the home 

has affected their children and how the family can be successful going forward. 

According to the National Institute of Justice this program is based on the theory that exposure to 

intimate partner violence causes distress and anxiety in children.  The National Institute of Justice also 

states that as a result of observing violence, they learn destructive patterns of behavior, attitudes, and 

beliefs.  Due to observing violence children may also act out in their social lives at school, church or with 

their parents and display violent behaviors and uncontrolled emotion. The program also focuses on the 

emotional health of the mother and how that transcends into her parenting skills and protective capacities 

for her children therefore, empowering a portion of the family unit. 

The cycle of violence contributes to the breakdown of individuals, families and communities. 

When children witness domestic abuse they carry that with them throughout their lives and into their 

respective communities. Current programs that work to address domestic abuse through treatment have a 

combination of aspects that work toward recidivism in regard to domestic abuse. These programs still 

lack the use of a family component with works to empower each family member providing them with the 

educational and functional tools needed to reduce domestic abuse. 
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III: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

A. Bowen Family Systems Theory 

In order to address the lack of a family component in domestic abuse treatment programs a 

theoretical framework is needed to create a foundation that is based on theory and research regarding the 

family unit and how work effectively and efficiently with these families. The family unit is a unique 

structure where each member of that family has a significant role in the success or failure of the family 

unit. Families that experience domestic abuse may become enablers of each other and interchange the 

roles of victim and perpetrator and rescuer. Being able to understand the stage of development the each 

member of the family can assist in the treatment plan for the family. Attachments that each family 

member has to each other and the outside world may also create a foundation for change based off of the 

theoretical framework. 

The Bowen Family Systems Theory is comprised of eight key concepts triangles, differentiation 

of self, nuclear family emotional system, family projection process, multigenerational transmission 

process, emotional cutoff, sibling position, and societal process. According to The Bowen Center the 

Bowen Family Systems Theory is a theory of human behavior that views the family as an emotional unit 

and uses systems thinking to describe the complex interactions in the unit. The Bowen Center states 

family members so profoundly affect each other’s thoughts, feelings, and actions that it often seems as if 

people are living under the same “emotional skin.” The Bowen Center also states people solicit each 

other’s attention, approval, and support and react to each other’s needs, expectations, and distress. The 

aspect of family members taking on the emotions of others within their family unit is so important in 

regard to domestic abuse. The Bowen Center states the emotional interdependence presumably evolved to 

promote the cohesiveness and cooperation families require to protect, shelter, and feed their members. 

According to the Bowen Center heightened tension, however, can intensify these processes that promote 

unity and teamwork, and this can lead to problems. If the children are in a home where there is domestic 

abuse they may begin to take on the emotions, attitudes and behaviors that are occurring in the home.  
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The concept of triangles consists of three main characters a persecutor, rescuer and victim. 

According to The Bowen Center it is considered the building block or “molecule” of larger emotional 

systems because a triangle is the smallest stable relationship system. The Bowen Center states a triangle 

can contain much more tension without involving another person because the tension can shift around 

three relationships. Triangles are important in regard to domestic abuse, as the victim has feelings of 

helplessness and seeks someone to rescue them from the situation. The rescuer considers the victim 

helpless and they become a partnership. Within the triangle there is no satisfaction due to each member of 

the triangle working to change how they are viewed. Triangles can cause issues with development for not 

only the victim but the perpetrator and the children as well. 

The concept of differentiation of self considers how the social group or family of a person affects 

the emotions, behaviors and attitudes of those around them. According to The Bowen Center the less 

developed a person’s “self,” the more impact others have on his functioning and the more he tries to 

control, actively and passively, the functioning of others. The Bowen Center states the basic building 

blocks of a “self” are inborn, but an individual’s family relationships during childhood and adolescence 

primarily determine how much “self” he develops. Those with low differentiation of self, seek validation 

from others such as family members and social groups. Those with high differentiation of self, have a 

clear understanding of how others affect their actions and reactions. Those with high differentiation of 

self also convey confidence with the decisions they are making. The Bowen Center states the more 

intense the interdependence, the less the group’s capacity to adapt to potentially stressful events without a 

marked escalation of chronic anxiety. 

According to The Bowen Center the concept of the nuclear family emotional system describes 

four basic relationship patterns that govern where problems develop in a family. The Bowen Center states 

people’s attitudes and beliefs about relationships play a role in the patterns, but the forces primarily 

driving them are part of the emotional system. The Bowen Center also states the level of tension depends 

on the stress a family encounters, how a family adapts to the stress, and on a family’s connection with 

extended family and social networks. The nuclear family emotional system discusses four relationship 
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patterns marital conflict, dysfunction in one spouse, impairment of one or more children, and emotional 

distance. Marital conflict occurs when the spouses focus on the negatives regarding the other and when 

both spouses try exercise control. The dysfunction in one spouse relationships is when one spouse 

controls the other in what they think, say or do. The spouse who is exerting control places pressure on the 

other to conform to their way of thinking. This type of relationship can cause stress within the family and 

hurt the development within everyone in the family unit. 

 Impairment of one or more children relationship occurs when parents anxiety cause them to view 

their children negatively. Parents focusing negative attention on the children can cause the children to 

have heightened anxiety and affect how they react at home and at school. The Bowen Center states the 

child’s anxiety can impair his school performance, social relationships, and even his health. Emotional 

distance is a relationship that is concerned with others. According to The Bowen Center people distance 

from each other to reduce the intensity of the relationship, but risk becoming too isolated. The Bowen 

Center also states the basic relationship patterns result in family tensions coming to rest in certain parts of 

the family. When tensions are high family members may fall victim to being hurt due to anxiety and 

behavior that is not controlled. 

The family projection process is when the children take on the emotional issues of the parents. 

The children can inherit the strengths and weaknesses of the parents such as emotional, and behavioral 

issues as well as their view of the world. According to The Bowen Center the projection process follows 

three steps: 

1) The parent focuses on a child out of fear that something is wrong with the child; 

2) The parent interprets the child’s behavior as confirming the fear; and 

3) The parent treats the child as if something is really wrong with the child.  

The Bowen Center states one reason the projection process is a self-fulfilling prophecy is that 

parents try to “fix” the problem they have diagnosed in the child; for example, parents perceive their child 

to have low self-esteem grows dependent on their affirmation. In the projection process the parents take 

on specific gender roles where the mother is the primary caretaker for the children and the father takes on 



19 
 

a secondary role with the children. In the projection process more focus may be given to one child rather 

than the other children in the home. 

The Bowen Center states that the concept of the multigenerational transmission process describes 

how small differences in the levels of differentiation between parents and their offspring lead over many 

generations to marked differences in differentiation among the members of multigenerational family. This 

information is comprised of generations of learning and teaching children to the point where this 

information becomes the norm. When considering the multigenerational transmission process 

differentiation of self also plays a significant role in how parents have selected mates and how their 

children will select mates. The Bowen Center states level of differentiation of self can affect longevity, 

marital stability, reproduction, health, educational accomplishments, and occupational successes. 

According to The Bowen Center the concept of emotional cutoff describes people managing their 

unresolved emotional issues with parents, siblings, and other family members by reducing or totally 

cutting off emotional contact with them. Emotionally cutting off family members can be a way to manage 

relationships, the issue with this is that the unresolved issues are not addressed which leaves a lingering 

issues. The Bowen Center states new relationships are typically smooth in the beginning, but the patterns 

people are trying to escape eventually emerge and generate tensions. The Bowen Center also states people 

who are cut off may try to stabilize their relationships by creating substitute “families” with social and 

work relationships. Although families may have unresolved issues people often hold on to the notion that 

things will be different when they do resume contact with their family depending on the circumstance and 

how severe the emotional damage is to the family. 

The concept of sibling position is considered to impact development as well as behavior. 

According to The Bowen Center people in the same sibling position, of course, exhibited marked 

differences in functioning.  Sibling position also determines the expectations that are placed on the child 

and how that person will maintain relationships as they get older. The differentiation of self should also 

be considered in regard to high or low differentiation of self.  
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According to The Bowen Center the concept of societal emotional process describes how the 

emotional system governs behaviors on a societal level, promoting both progressive and regressive 

periods in a society. The Bowen Center states cultural forces are important in how society functions bur 

are insufficient for explaining the ebb and flow in how well societies adapt to the challenges that face 

them. 

B. Belonging Theory 

Inclusion is a powerful force in human nature which can cause a person to endure conflict they 

normally would not, such as a domestic abuse. Often times those who are in domestic abuse situations 

have low self-esteem and are looking for a family unit they may not have. In Maslow’s Hierarchy of 

Needs the need for love and to belong is important for all people. The need for love and belonging can be 

fulfilled through religious affiliation, social affiliations, and academic affiliations as well as with intimate 

partners. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs is comprised of five needs survival, safety, belonging, self-esteem 

and self- actualization. Those who are in domestic abuse situations may have the needs of survival met 

which are food, water and shelter. The need they lack is that of safety due to being in an environment 

where physical abuse and emotional abuse occur on a regular basis. Due to the abuse they endure self-

esteem that is already low may eventually become non-existent leaving the victim to feel as though they 

are worthless. Once the needs of safety and self-esteem have been destroyed the victim would need to rely 

on community resources as well as their support system, if they have one to assist them in the goal of self-

actualization. As each person is unique the motivation for self-actualization leads people in different 

directions (Kenrick et al, 2010). It is important to note that self-actualization is a continual process of 

becoming rather than a perfect state one reaches of a ‘happy ever after’ (Hoffman, 1988). 
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C. Erickson’s Stages of Development 

Erik Erickson’s stages of development can be utilized as the foundation for understanding how 

domestic abuse can affect a person’s development. According to McLeod (2008) Erik Erickson’s stages 

of development are the following: 

1) Trust vs. Mistrust 

2) Autonomy vs. Shame 

3) Initiative vs. Guilt 

4) Industry vs. Inferiority 

5) Ego Identity vs. Role Confusion 

6) Intimacy vs. Isolation 

7) Generativity vs. Stagnation 

8) Ego Integrity vs. Despair 

Learning trust and mistrust occurs between the ages of 0 to 1, during this stage of development 

children begin to learn about the world and environment they are living in. Children may view the world 

as safe and have trust that their parents will not hurt them or that they are unsafe within the environment 

they are living in. If there is domestic abuse in the home during this stage of development the child may 

not feel safe or trusting of parents or others within their environment. McLeod (2008) states during this 

stage the infant is uncertain about the world in which they live. According to McLeod (2008) to resolve 

these feelings of uncertainty the infant looks towards their primary caregiver for stability and consistency 

of care.  Autonomy and McLeod (2008) states the child is discovering that he or she has many skills and 

abilities, such as putting on clothes and shoes, playing with toys etc. McLeod (2008) also states if 

children are criticized, overly controlled, or not given the opportunity to assert themselves, they begin to 

feel inadequate in their ability to survive, and then become overly dependent upon others, lack self-

esteem, and feel a sense of shame or doubt in their own abilities.  
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Learning initiative and guilt occurs between the ages of 3 and 6, during this stage of development 

children begin to see how cause and effect work. At this stage of development children begin to take 

initiative with decision making and the effects of those decisions, which could result in guilt. McLeod 

(2008) states it is at this stage that the child will begin to ask many question as his thirst for knowledge 

grows. McLeod (2008) also states if parents treat the child’s questions as trivial. A nuisance or 

embarrassing or other aspects of their behavior as threatening the child may have feelings of guilt for 

“being a nuisance.” Industry and inferiority occurs between the ages of 7 and 12, during this stage of 

development children learn about success and incompetence in the home environment and school setting. 

According to McLeod (2008) if children are encouraged and reinforced for their initiative, they (2008) 

also states if this initiative is not encouraged, if it is restricted by parents or teacher, then the child begins 

to feel inferior, doubting his own abilities and therefore may not reach his or her potential.  

Identity and Role Confusion occurs between the ages of 12 to 18, during this stage of 

development children begin to view their self-image and may be confused on their place in society. 

McLeod (2008) states this is a major stage in development when the child has to learn the roles he will 

occupy as an adult. McLeod (2008) also states it is during this time that adolescents will re-examine his 

identity and try to find out exactly who he or she is.  According to McLeod (2008) during this period, 

they explore possibilities and begin to form their own identity based upon the outcome of their 

explorations. McLeod (2008) states failure to established a sense of identity within society (“I don’t know 

what I want to be when I grow up”) can lead to role confusion. McLeod (2008) states role confusing 

involves the individual not being sure about themselves or their place in society. Intimacy and isolation 

occurs during a person’s 20’s. According to McLeod (2008) successful completion of this stage can lead 

to comfortable relationships and a sense of commitment, safety, and care within a relationship. McLeod. 

(2008) states avoiding intimacy, fearing commitment and relationships can lead to isolation, loneliness, 

and sometimes depression. 

Generativity and stagnation occurs between the age range of the 20’s through the 50’s, during this 

stage of development a person is settling into their life and what they want to accomplish in the aspects of 
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family and their career. According to McLeod (2008) we give back to society through raising our 

children, being productive at work, and becoming involved in community activities and organizations. 

Ego Integrity and despair occurs in the age range of the 50’s and beyond, during this a person takes a 

deeper look over what they have accomplished throughout their life and taking pride in being productive 

in their lives. McLeod (2008) states Erik Erickson believed if we see our lives as unproductive, feel guilt 

about our pasts, or feel that we did not accomplish our life goals, we become dissatisfied with life and 

develop despair, often leading to depression and hopelessness. McLeod (2008) also states success in this 

stage will lead to the virtue of wisdom. According to McLeod (2008) wisdom enables a person to look 

back on their life with a sense of closure and completeness, and also accept death without fear. 

D. Teaching Family Model 

The Teaching Family Model Association states the Teaching Family Model is an organized, fully 

integrated approach to providing humane, effective individualized treatment and services to individuals, 

families and children. According to the Teaching Family Model Association the model is a philosophy of 

care and treatment that prioritizes therapeutic relationships with Practitioners as the primary conduit of 

effective treatment. The Teaching Family Model Association also states family style relationships are 

seen as essential to healthy development of social and interpersonal skills. There are seven elements to the 

Teaching Family Model teaching systems, self-determination, client advocacy, relationships, family-

sensitive approach, diversity and professionalism.  

The teaching systems element focuses on utilizing the strengths of the client and teaching them 

positive skills needed to be successful in life. The self-determination element focuses on being able to 

make rational choices with a clear understanding of the advantages and disadvantages of those choices. 

This element also focuses on individual problem solving. The client advocacy element focuses on the 

protection of individual rights as well as empowering the client to able to utilize resources available to 

them. The relationship element focuses on the rapport and confidence that is built with the services 

providers who are working with the clients. The family sensitive approach element focuses on the family 
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unit and how strengthening that unit provides additional support for the client and the entire family. The 

diversity element focuses on understanding that clients may have a variety of cultural and religious views 

that can potentially keep them from obtaining help or utilizing support services as resources.  

The element of professionalism focuses on assuring that those who work with clients are abreast 

of how to provide the most effective and efficient services to clients through training and agency 

certifications. The facilitative administration element focuses on providing a supportive environment for 

those working with these clients to ensure that the necessary resource are available to the service 

providers. The element also views the family unit and how the services are delivered to the family. The 

systems integration element focuses on how the services are provided to the client in a consistent manner. 

According to the Teaching Family Association essential to Model fidelity is the integration and continual 

interaction between the four system components (training, consultation, evaluation, administration). The 

Teaching Family Model Association states while all of the components fulfill independent roles, they 

function interdependently, maintaining fluid responsiveness to one another.  

The Teaching Family Model Association states today, the model serves families, physically, 

emotionally, and sexually abused children, delinquent youth, emotionally disturbed and autistic children 

and adults, medically fragile children and adults with disabilities. According to the Teaching Family 

Model Association developers and implementers of the Model have conducted over 200 studies to learn 

and validate effective treatment approaches and practices that work. Another aspect of the teaching family 

model is the system for service delivery which includes staff selection and training, competency-based 

management and quality assurance. Training and selecting staff that is able to maintain all elements of the 

teaching family model is essential for providing direct service to clients. Competency-based management 

utilizes data to examine what is productive as well as what is unproductive while using the model. Quality 

Assurance is what ensures that the program providing service to clients the way that it should and if it is 

not determine how the changes to the program need to be made if necessary. 

Each theory contributes to the framework for determining how treating the family unit versus 

each individual alone can create an atmosphere for a change in behavior in regard to domestic abuse. 
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Understanding how each stage of development can contribute to the attitudes and behavior a person has 

throughout their lives will assist in the treatment process. Once the service providers understand victim, 

abuser and the children they are able to implement services and treatment based on their assessment of the 

family unit. 
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IV: DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

A. Discussion of Which Domestic Abuse Treatment Program is Most Suitable for Creating 

Stability and Empowering the Family Unit  

The domestic abuse treatment program that is most suitable for creating stability and empowering 

the family unit is the Secondary Responder Programs (Redlands, CA). This program is suitable due to it 

considering family violence an ongoing issue that can be prevented through assistance to the victim once 

the victimization has occurred. Upon the victim being provided information regarding resources available 

to them they were able to formulate questions specific to their particular complaint and the criminal 

justice system. Social service agencies working with abused women often estimate their clients’ level of 

risks by asking about these warning signs listed on a “danger assessment tool” (Campbell et. al. 2003). 

The program also promoted building a rapport with the police as well as the criminal justice system.  

The Second Responder Program also utilized time as an asset in assisting victims. By providing 

assistance to victims within a given time period upon receiving the report the domestic abuse is address 

before the court process takes place. Through follow up with the victims within a given time period 

victims are given time to absorb information pertaining to resources while the incident is still fresh in 

their mind causing more receptivity to resources.  

B. Discussion of Which Domestic Abuse Treatment Program Would be Least Effective for the 

Family Unit  

The domestic abuse treatment program that would be least effective for the family unit would be 

the Culturally Focused Batter Counseling (Pittsburgh, PA). This program would be least effective due to 

it mainly focusing on one specific race rather than a more diverse group of abusers. Abusers can come 

from various racial and ethnic backgrounds. This program also focuses on the misfortunes of African 

American batterers and how it affects their lives such as prejudice in the criminal justice system, living in 

inner city neighborhoods and the ideal of manhood in the African American community. Being culturally 

aware is essential to working with families who experience domestic abuse. Cultural awareness will assist 

those who work with domestic abuse victims will be most effective if more than one cultural is explored. 
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Obtaining an understanding of whether the abuser is a first time offender or if they have committed 

multiple acts of intimate partner violence. Another factor that is not considered is whether if the abuser 

has abused other partners and had contact with law enforcement. The background of the abuse is pertinent 

to understanding what has led them to the incident where the physical altercation with an intimate partner 

has occurred. 

C. Discussion of How Incorporating the Family Component to the Domestic Abuse Treatment 

Programs Would Improve the Stability of the Family and Create Empowerment Among 

Communities 

For many years domestic abuse programs have focused on the victim considering batterers for 

treatment ordered through the court or on a voluntary basis. Due to societal changes these programs 

cannot be lone rangers in the world of domestic abuse seeing as both parents can mutually aid each other 

in the violence within the home. Each person involved with the family must take on a mind that is based 

on assisting all members of the family to ensure that they are aware of how their actions affect the family. 

In order to address the lack of a family component all agencies working to combat domestic violence 

must work with law enforcement and other service providers to ensure that family is given the necessary 

tools to maintain a healthy life. Parent must be made aware of how the domestic abuse incident affects 

their children from the first hit until perpetrator is arrested. The family component must also take into 

account the age of the child when the incident occurs and the level of control the abuser has on the victim. 

Each program focused on a specific group or time pre- physical altercation and post- physical 

violence. When follow up is completed with the victim they have the ability to regain control and begin 

making changes for themselves and their families if they are in a mind set to do so. It is imperative to 

remember that if a victim is not ready to make the necessary changes within their abusive relationship. 

The family component cannot be fully implemented due to lack of follow through and lack of thorough 

understanding of the cycle of violence and how it factors into their family dynamic. If the victim and 

abuser are not ready to make the necessary steps to attend a treatment program for the family unit, they 
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should be provided with the information in the event they have a change of heart. Often times it takes 

multiple attempts before a victim is ready to leave an abusive situation or obtain help.  

Recommendations 

Incorporating the family component to domestic abuse treatment programs would improve the 

stability of the family and create empowerment among communities. The family component within 

domestic abuse treatment programs should be based on the cycle of violence and how it affects each 

member of the family. Karmen (2010) states new criminal justice policies aimed at abusers signal a social 

commitment to take the problem seriously and to try to break the cycle that perpetuates the use of 

violence within families from parents who are negative role models to their imitative children. Through 

assisting each family member the family unit is made stronger and given the resources needed to 

empower their particular family dynamic. A portion of programs such as Charlotte Mecklenburg (N.C.) 

Police Department Domestic Violence Unit, Secondary Responder Programs (Redlands, CA), Culturally 

Focused Batterer Counseling (Pittsburgh, PA), Community Advocate Project and Kids Club should be 

complied to create a program that caters to the family unit as a whole not just lone individuals in that 

family unit. 

The program that caters to the family unit would consist of a community coordinated response to 

domestic abuse treatment. The community coordinated response would begin by creating a specialized 

intervention team to work with domestic abuse within the given county where the program is located. 

When the initial call has been made to law enforcement for a domestic abuse complaint officers will 

respond and assess the incident which occurred in the home. Once the incident has been forwarded to the 

specialized intervention team. The intervention team would then review the complaint and complete 

inquiries on the victim and abuser to determine if this was a first time incident or if this is an ongoing 

problem for the family. The intervention team will then follow up with the family to provide resource 

information such as counseling resources, support groups for the victim, abuser and child well as 

information regarding the legal process the victim will be going through.  The follow up will also include 

obtaining background information on all family members in the home, safety planning and educating 
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parents on how the violence in the home affects the family dynamic. When follow up is conducted 

information will also be provided regarding children in the home such as counseling resources, safety 

planning and parental protective capacity. 

Incorporating a family component in domestic abuse treatment programs also allows the parents 

to obtain information on how violence within the home affects the children whether they witness it or just 

hear it. A family component would create an empowering atmosphere that would also focus on 

accountability for the abuser as well. The abuser would also see how the family unit is hurt through the 

violence in the home through mental, emotional, physical affects, and financial affects. After follow up is 

completed with the family short or long term case management can be completed depending on if the 

victim is ready to utilize resource information. The imperative item to understand is when working with 

families who experience domestic violence they may not be ready to utilize resources at the time they are 

presented to the family. When the family is ready to utilize resources the intervention team must be there 

to assist the family based on their assessed needs. 
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V: SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Summary 

The lack of a family component in regard to domestic abuse treatment programs is a significant 

deficiency that many programs which are coordinated to combat intimate partner violence have. Through 

incorporating a family component to domestic abuse treatment programs the victim, abuser and children 

will become educated on the cycle of violence and it affects their specific family unit, which will assist 

the family in safety planning and awareness. The family component in domestic abuse treatment 

programs would also be beneficial to those who are in special and underserved populations, those in rural 

communities and immigrants. No matter what the sexual orientation, geographical location and 

immigration status the damage that domestic abuse causes affects the entire family. Professionals who 

work with domestic abuse victims must be aware of the issues clients face and be empathetic enough to 

assist these families. The family component will also assist in attacking the effects of domestic abuse on 

children.  

Stop Violence against Women states as witnesses, children may be considered victims and can be 

harmed psychologically and emotionally. According to Stop Violence against Women the effects of 

witnessing domestic violence appear to diminish with time, as long as the violence ends or they are no 

longer exposed to it, but the impact can continue through adulthood. Stop Violence against Women states 

as adults, child witnesses may continue to suffer from depression, anxiety and trauma-related symptoms, 

such as post-traumatic stress disorders. 

Each treatment program reviewed considered various aspects of domestic abuse relating to each 

member of the family unit such as the response to the domestic abuse incident, follow up with the 

victims, children and cultural awareness.  Although these programs focused on many aspects of domestic 

abuse treatment none of the programs considered the entire family unit. The Kids Club treatment program 

strived to create resilience in children and a change in behavior. The Kids Club program used specialized 

training for those who work with the children which built social skills and of understanding family 

violence. The program also utilized mothers as a support system for their children and as the foundation 



31 
 

for modeling positive conflict resolution. This program appears to provide treatment for both the mother 

and child but still misses the mark for creating change within the abuser.  

The Secondary Responder Program focused on assistance being provided to the victim after the 

abuse has taken place. Through follow up and home visits victims are able to utilize support systems that 

can provide the family with continued accountability of their actions. The Charlotte Mecklenburg (N.C.) 

Police Department Domestic Violence Unit program correlates with the Second Responders Program due 

to law enforcement being essential in assessing safety and obtaining brief historical information on the 

family that can be relied to other agencies that provide assistance to the victim after the initial incident. 

The community coordinated response of both programs assists in empowering victims as community 

members. Through empowering victims the community is strengthened and given the opportunity to 

create positive change for adults as well as children. The more community members are able to recognize 

how domestic abuse effects the entire family the more community members are able to provide the 

appropriate resource information and referrals for the family.  

The Culturally Focused Batter Counseling (Pittsburgh, PA) program concentrates on one specific 

demographic of abusers, African American males. Due to the diversity that ranges throughout the country 

it is imperative for programs to be aware of a vast range of cultures and how to work with these particular 

families. Being able to understand the cultural dynamics of a family will enhance the quality of domestic 

abuse treatment programs that work to empower the entire family. The Community Advocacy Project is 

another program advocating the community coordinated response. With this program the accessibility of 

community programs and a strength based model that creates empowerment for women through 

concentrating on their strengths and how it can foster change within their family unit. 

The theoretical framework of domestic abuse treatment programs is also imperative in teaching 

families how to work within their own dynamic and environment. Understanding the needs of the family 

and the stage of development that each member of the family is in creates a foundation for fostering the 

change that is needed in the prevention of domestic abuse. The Teaching Family Model will assist in the 

foundation of how staff is selected, trained and managed. Another key component is quality assurance of 
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the program. The Teaching Family Model is a model that serves families, hence catering to the family 

component of domestic abuse treatment programs. The seven elements of the Teaching Family Model, 

self-determination, client advocacy, relationships, family-sensitive approach, diversity and 

professionalism are essential in the family component of domestic abuse treatment programs.   

The Bowen Family Systems theory correlates with the Teaching Family Model as both focus on 

the family unit. The Bowen Family Systems Theory derives that family members affect each other in their 

attitudes, beliefs and thoughts. Often time’s family members can take on the emotional burden that other 

feel. In domestic abuse situations emotions can be extremely high and the victim and child may begin to 

blame themselves for the violence in the home similar to the abuser. Through the framework of the 

Bowen Family Systems theory family members take the feelings of others in consideration and begin to 

learn they must be a sanctuary for other family members protecting them. This realization fosters change 

and community members that are conscious of how their actions affect their family as well as their 

community. 

Understanding of Erickson’s Stages of Development assists in determining what stage the victim, 

abuser and child is at during the time of the physical altercation within the family. If the victim, abuser or 

child is not at the appropriate stage of development further assessments can be made to ensure that all 

members of the family are receiving services that will help with their skill and level of understanding. The 

notion of belonging can also be explored within the family component as most members of the family 

want to feel a sense of connectedness to those around them even if it is an unhealthy relationship. 

Building support network will create a sense of belonging with the victim, abuser and child when they are 

connected with those who have experienced similar instances of family violence. These support networks 

can also create empowerment for all family members. 

Conclusion 

Domestic abuse is an issue that not only affects the victim and abuser but the entire family unit 

therefore, a family component is imperative to change behavior as well as empowering families. Many 

organizations are available to assist victims from the moment the abuse occurs. At the same token the 
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abuser has to deal with the social, financial, and criminal aspects of the abuse which could potentially 

lead to court mandated counseling. Although counseling may be court mandated they are still receiving 

information that could change their lives if they are willing to take responsibility for their actions. The 

person who is not receiving resources information is the most vulnerable people in the relationship, the 

children. Children can be affected by the violence within their homes in many ways such as their self-

esteem, fear of a parent or particular gender, anxiety, behavior issues, criminal activity and violence. 

According to The United States Department of Justice domestic violence not only affects those 

who are abused, but also has a substantial effect on family members, friends, co-workers, other witnesses, 

and the community at large. The United States Department of Justice states frequent exposure to violence 

in the home not only predisposes children to numerous social and physical problems, but also teaches 

them that violence is a normal way of life- therefore, increasing their risk of becoming society’s next 

generation of victims and abusers. The family component in domestic abuse treatment programs is 

imperative to assist in empowering families and changing the dynamics of abuse by educating all 

members of the family on how violence in the home can have lasting effects on all members of the 

family. 
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